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W o m e n  i n  H i s t o r y
Building Pathways:  
Nurturing a Female Generation  
of School Leaders in China
Lixia Qin, Mario S. Torres, & Jean Madsen
Texas A&M University
International feminist perspectives recognize the continuing inequalities 
of power between men and women across all classes (Adler & Israeli, 
1988; Alston, 2000; De la Rey, 2005). In China’s male-dominant soci-
ety, for example, women often have been inhibited from pursuing lead-
ership positions (Wiseman, Obiakor & Bakken, 2009). Further, women’s 
access to leadership positions is constrained within many social sectors 
(Cooke, 2005). In school settings, there is no doubt that women have 
greatly contributed to the changing practice of educational management 
in China since 1980s ( Zhong & Ehrich, 2010). 
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However, despite recent changes, women are still vastly underrep-
resented in educational leadership positions due to a variety of reasons, 
such as their adherence to traditional gender roles (Coleman, Qiang & 
Li, 1998). One particular reason that has been drawing increasing atten-
tion across the world is the lack of appropriate training and guidance in 
young women’s leadership (Su, Adams & Miniberg, 2000; Cooke, 2003; 
Barnett, 2004; Chen, 2005). This paper probes in greater depth one of 
the most important, yet largely overlooked aspects in the educational 
leadership of China – women’s leadership roles in education and young 
women’s leadership preparation. 
It has been suggested that empowerment and leadership preparation 
are intertwined amid the process of realizing gender equality (Ross & 
Wang, 2008, p. 84). Thus, in order to enhance women’s participation 
in educational leadership, it is necessary to emphasize young women’s 
leadership development. Research suggests pre-service teachers are able 
to develop a leadership mindset from their early education training ex-
periences (Sterrett & Bond, 2012). Therefore, to increase female involve-
ment in school leadership, female students need leadership training and 
experiences during their teacher preparation phase. For instance, as 
Forster notes (1997), “teacher education institutions carry a particular 
responsibility by preparing teachers not only to understand and accept 
a leadership role, but to be able to effectively function in that capac-
ity” (p.88). That is to say, learning to lead and learning to teach can oc-
cur simultaneously during teacher preparation (Bond & Sterrett, 2014).
Purpose
Drawing from published data, literature, and the data collected by the 
authors, this paper explores women’s leadership roles in schools, the 
barriers to young women’s leadership development, and builds a case 
for changes needed in teacher education in order to develop leadership 
capacity for future female teachers in China. Although there are past 
studies focusing on women’s leadership in China (e.g., Ling, Chia, & 
Fang, 2000;  Mok, Fan, & Pang, 2007; Woodhams, Xian & Lupton, 2014), 
relatively little is known about Chinese women in education leader-
ship especially their leadership development in education (e.g. Coleman, 
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Qiang & Li, 1998; Madsen, 2010). This paper fills a gap in the litera-
ture and brings light to an overlooked aspect involving China’s school 
leader development. 
Methodology
Due to minimal Chinese scholarship in female leadership development, 
this paper relies largely upon Western research to contextualize the 
study. Young women in colleges are at a turning point moving into di-
verse careers and many of them may have leadership aspirations. How-
ever, the path for them to assume leadership opportunities might be full 
of unseen barriers (Roth, Purvis, & Bobko, 2012). The metaphor of the 
leadership labyrinth expands upon the notion of the “glass ceiling.” In-
stead of fixed barriers, the “labyrinth” metaphor suggests women face 
complex barriers in each stage of their leadership journey (Carli & Ea-
gly, 2007). The understanding of the various barriers that make up this 
labyrinth can be crucial for improving women’s leadership participa-
tion (Carli & Eagly, 2007). 
Regarding the factors influencing women’s leadership development, 
Ragins and Sundstrom (1989) addressed four major factors impacting 
women’s leadership aspirations: (1) individual factors (e.g. achievement 
orientation or career aspirations), (2) interpersonal factors, (e.g. rela-
tionships with peers, supervisors and if they have mentorsor role mod-
els), (3) organizational factors (e.g. practices related to selection and 
promotion), and (4) social systems (e.g. gender stereotypes, girls social-
ization). Drawing on the metaphor of “leadership labyrinth” and Ragins 
and Sundstrom’s approach, the paper analyzes Chinese women’s lead-
ership roles in school systems and the barriers to young women’s lead-
ership development. 
In terms of the leadership preparation, Van Eck, Volman and Verm-
uelen’s “management route model” (1996) noted that there were three 
phases in the path to educational leadership. According to this model, 
the first phase was the anticipation phase. It was the stage to prepare 
women for management and leadership. In this phase, the emphasis 
was on development of leadership knowledge and skills through for-
mal and informal training and practice. The model focuses on females’ 
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early stages of leadership development – particularly, college. As a criti-
cal time for developing leadership, the college has been viewed as an im-
portant point for female students to find voice, and identify themselves 
and their future career aspirations (Cooke, 2004; Madsen, 2010). Dur-
ing this crucial developmental period, female students may benefit sig-
nificantly from exploring feminine leadership styles, role models, and 
the empowerment to lead (Madsen, 2010).
The data in this paper were drawn from two types of data sources. 
The first was the published official statistics, policy documents, and ac-
ademic literature (both English and Chinese). One of the major data 
sources was the “Report on Major Results of the Third Wave Survey 
on the Social Status of Women in China” (2011). It is a nationwide sur-
vey carried out jointly by the All-China Women’s Federation and Na-
tional Bureau of Statistics of China. The survey has been conducted re-
spectively in 1990, 2000 and 2010 (referred to here as ACWF-1990, 
ACWF-2000, and ACWF-2010). In the most recent survey (ACWF 2010), 
the response rate was 99 % and 29,698 questionnaires were available. 
The survey covers the nine aspects of Chinese women’s social status: 
health, education, economy, social security, politics, marriage and fam-
ily, lifestyle, legal protection and awareness, and gender awareness and 
attitudes. 
Besides the published data and research, the present paper also uses 
the data collected through the authors’ prior research. Researchers used 
information related to demographic data about administrators in top 10 
teacher education institutions of China, a content analysis of program 
plans, and survey data collected in 2013. The survey explored student 
teachers’ experiences and perception of their teacher preparation and 
commitment. The participants in the study were enrolled in the Free 
Teacher Education Program (FTEP) at one of the largest normal univer-
sities in China. Out of 701 participants, 433 were females. 
Using these data sources, the paper provides an overview of women’ 
leadership roles in education and the barriers to young women’s lead-
ership aspirations, highlights gaps in young females’ leadership prepa-
ration in China, and identifies the implications for future research and 
practice. By capturing these views, insights and knowledge, the paper 
explores the promise and potential of nurturing a new female genera-
tion of educational leaders. 
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The paper begins by describing the changing context of women in 
educational leadership of China and a reflection on the distribution pat-
terns of women leaders in school systems. Next, the paper turns to bar-
riers which may inhibit young women’s leadership aspirations and de-
velopment. The paper then analyzes the current situation with respect 
to female students’ leadership preparation within the teacher educa-
tion sector of China. A discussion of how the paper’s findings might in-
form female leadership preparation and development in China is dis-
cussed in turn.
Overview of Women in Educational Leadership of China
In discussing the changing contexts for women educational leadership 
and the distribution patterns of women leaders in school systems, this 
section provides an overview of Chinese women’s educational leader-
ship in China.
The Changing Contexts for Women in Educational  
Leadership in China
With the development of society and increasing emphasis on social jus-
tice concerns in China, progress has been made towards gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment since the early 1980s (Howell, 2006). 
For example, women’s employment in China has improved tremendously 
since then. As of 2013, 34,640 employed women, accounted for 45% of 
the employment sector (China Statistics Yearbook, 2014). Meanwhile, 
as part of modernizing reform, women’s education has also made large 
strides. For instance, literacy rate among females increased from 10% 
in 1949 to 77.4 % in 2000 (Liu & Carpenter, 2005). According to ACWF 
(2010), by 2010, the average years of education for women aged 18 to 
64 was 8.8, 2.7 years more than average in 2000. More than 54.2% of 
women in urban areas and 18.2% in rural areas have received a high 
school education and above. Findings also showed that 25.7% of women 
in urban areas had received a college education or above, which re-
flected an increase of 13.3 % compared to 10 years prior (ACWF, 2000; 
ACWF, 2010). 
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As women’s social status has enhanced in China (Croll, 1995), more 
women have expressed interest in leadership (Jie, 2000). Meanwhile, in 
order to enhance women’s participation in leadership, the State Council 
of PRC (2001) issued a 10-year (2001–2010) national plan for enhanc-
ing women’s decision-making and leadership roles in state and social af-
fairs. As more women fill leadership positions in China, long established 
hierarchies become vulnerable to critique, whereby male dominance 
in the workplace faces greater scrutiny (Korabik, 1994). For example, 
there have been more opportunities for women to pursue leadership 
positions in government organizations through competence examina-
tions instead of quota systems, which stress gender preference in orga-
nizations (Cooke, 2005).
As far as educational leadership, since the 1980s, far-ranging educa-
tion reforms have been launched to promote economic growth and so-
cial development in China. Among these education reforms, the changing 
governance arrangements in schools have given administrators greater 
authority to manage schools. In addition, improving educational quality 
has become the focus of school administrations (State Council of PRC, 
2001). These changes together now require shifts in school leaders’ roles 
from government officials to professionals (Zeng, 2014). However, so far 
the public schools in China still lack leaders who hold modern leader-
ship knowledge and skills dealing with rapidly changing social and ed-
ucational contexts (Zeng, 2014). Moreover, with the development of ed-
ucation in the 21st century, more women are gradually assuming more 
educational leadership positions (Su, Adams  & Miniberg, 2000). There-
fore, given the shortage of excellent school leaders, like other countries, 
China cannot afford to restrict women’s access to leadership roles (Carli 
& Eagly, 2007).
The Distribution Pattern of Women Leaders in  
China’s School System
The percentage of women school leaders has increased in certain ar-
eas of China since 2000. For example, in one Beijing school district, the 
number of female principals has increased by 15% during 5 years (Con-
temporary Education Daily, 2015). Yet, this increase does not necessarily 
reflect an increase in the number of female principals in public schools 
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in China proper. The figure, however, may reflect a growing number 
of women who aspire to play key roles in China’s public school system. 
There are no national statistics detailing the numbers of female 
school administrators. The current available evidence points to a low 
proportion of females in educational leadership within China (Xu, 2009). 
In Chinese public schools, the majority of elementary teachers and more 
than half of middle school teachers are women (MOE Educational Statis-
tics, 2013). However, according to the first national survey on principals 
conducted in 2008, China had 536,000 school principals; among them 
approximately 87% were male and only 13% were female (Xu, 2009). 
Besides the underrepresentation in general, the distribution of 
women in educational leadership in China also varies with grade lev-
els. It seems China’s education system has more female leaders in pre-
school and elementary level schools while men continue to dominate the 
positions in secondary education (Qiang, Han & Niu, 2009). In middle 
schools within a Midwest province, for example, women represent 21% 
of principals, whereas they make up 63% of the teaching staff. In high 
schools, women constitute 51% of the teaching force but they hold 14% 
of principal positions (Shanxi Education Statistic, 2011). 
The gender unbalance becomes even more apparent in some settings. 
In a very typical middle school in northeast China with a staff of 307 
school teachers, 166 of them are female teachers. However, among 29 
of the lower level school administrators, 11 are women (37.93%); 4 of 
12 middle-level administrators are women (33.33%); 1 of 6 senior lead-
ership positions is held by a woman (Zhang, 2010). Fewer women hold 
higher position ranks. Research reveals other distribution patterns. For 
example, there tends to be less female leadership development in con-
texts having a greater number of minority students. Meanwhile, women 
are still rare in major positions of school leadership. Also, instead of 
principals, most women leaders are vice principals (Chang, 2005; Chen, 
2005; Long & Fu, 2007; Zhang, 2003). 
Even though legislation (Teachers Law of the People’s Republic of 
China, 1995) has tried to ensure female teachers have an equal right 
access to administration positions in public education, the chances of 
women obtaining school leadership positions continue to be consider-
ably less than men. The gender differences in the distribution of edu-
cational leadership of China are marked. Thus, despite the passage of 
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equal opportunities legislation and policies, like most countries, male 
teachers are more likely than female teachers to be promoted to admin-
istrative positions (Schmuck, 1996; Jie, 2000). 
On the whole, attempts to achieve equality between men and women 
in China have met only limited success (Korabik, 1993; Jin, 2002; Tsang, 
Chan & Zhang, 2011). Although there are no legal constraints on wom-
en’s employment in China, and women are theoretically and legally rec-
ognized to have equal rights and access to advancement as men do, the 
social and cultural settings still favor men significantly; men still dom-
inate the major leadership positions in China (Jie, 2000; Cooke, 2003). 
Hence, the understanding of women’s under-representation requires an 
examination of the barriers to women’s pursuit in leadership.
Barriers for Young Chinese Women’s Leadership Development
An understanding of Chinese young women’s leadership preparation 
must necessarily include the discussion of the barriers to their lead-
ership development. Some scholars have identified barriers to wom-
en’s career paths in management in China (e.g. Korabik, 1993; Curry, 
2000). Korabik (1993) analyzed historical, political, and social factors 
which posed stumbling blocks to the leadership advancement for Chi-
nese women. Two decades later, the situation has improved, but many 
of these factors still exist including cultural stereotypes, gender discrim-
ination, and restricted opportunities (ACWF, 2010). One dimension the 
ACWF (2010) survey inquires upon is the barriers women face in pur-
suit of leadership careers (Chart 1). The results from this study suggest 
young Chinese women attributed underrepresentation in leadership po-
sitions to factors at the personal, social and organizational level. Thus, 
this paper focuses on the barriers to young women’s leadership aspira-
tions in China. 
Gender stereotype remains one of the enduring barriers hindering 
women from pursuing leadership (Coleman, 2003; Sanchez & Thornton, 
2010). Some Western scholars suggest the masculine nature of the lead-
ership culture serves to marginalize and isolate females. Thus, women 
may opt not to seek leadership positions because the deck is stacked 
against them (Marshall, 2000; Coleman, 2005). Chinese women’s par-
ticipation in management is also often blocked by gendered stereotypes 
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about who can and cannot be a manager (Zhong & Ehrich, 2010). Many 
Chinese young women have been traditionally socialized to be shy and 
unassertive (Judd, 1990). Some women question their own capabilities 
to be educational leaders due to a lack of confidence (Coleman, 2001, 
2005; Wrushen & Sherman, 2008). 
Meanwhile, the embedded Chinese social convention expects women 
to play a supporting role to men instead of being independent and hav-
ing their own career (Croll, 1983; Korabik, 1994; Cooke, 2003), which 
is a finding consistent with the ACWF (2010) survey. Figure 1 shows 
that more than  67.5 % of respondents reported women were held up 
by their heavy household chores because they were supposed to support 
their husbands’ career. This gender stereotype seemingly impacts young 
women’s self-identify and future career plan. In a nationwide study on 
“women in higher education in the twenty-first century,” the findings 
show that 65% of college students agreed that men should focus on ca-
reer and women focus on family. Eighty-six percent of participants be-
lieved that being a leader is a man’s business. Among those 1977 total 
participants, 86% of them were female college students (Cooke, 2005). 
Constraints preventing Chinese young women from pursuing lead-
ership opportunities also include gender prejudice and discrimination, 












Women bear a heavy load of family responsibility 
Lack of appropriate female leadership preparation 
Social prejudice to women 
Families don't support women to assume leadership 
Women are less capable than men on leadership 
Women are unwilling to be a leader 
Women are unsuitable for leadership 
Chart 1. The reasons of women’s underrepresentation in leadership positions (%). 
Source: Third Wave Survey on the Social Status of Women in China (ACWF, 2010)
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In school settings, gender prejudice has been viewed as “a syntax of sex-
ism so elusive that most teachers and students were completely unaware 
of its influence” (Sadker & Sadker, 2010, p.2). In the ACWF (2010) sur-
vey, 57.6 % of the participants stated that social prejudice directly re-
sulted in women’s unwillingness to pursue leadership. In a study investi-
gating gender differences in leadership in China, the results revealed 37 
% of male participants and 33 % of female participants believed women 
did not have the abilities to pursue leadership opportunities. It was sug-
gested that 22 % of males and 28 % of females did not believe women 
were engaged in their work and sufficiently motivated (Attané, 2012). 
The limited number of Chinese women leaders cannot be explained 
solely by prejudicial views. However historical and traditional gender 
prejudices have had significant cultural impact on women’s leadership 
aspirations and development.  In addition, the gender prejudice may 
have reinforced young people’s negative beliefs towards female lead-
ership (Ross & Wang, 2008). For example, Frank (2001) found Chi-
nese college students perceived women as “more incompetent, slower, 
weaker, more a follower-than-a-leader” (p. 316), despite a surfeit of ev-
idence revealing the contrary (Zeng, 2004; Lin, 2007; Grogan & Shake-
shaft, 2011), Chinese young women tend to view leadership in traditional 
terms and are hesitant to identify themselves as leaders or unwilling to 
pursue future leadership roles (Chang, 2005). 
The absence or limited leadership preparation may also be reasons 
for women’s low representation in educational leadership. Due to in-
sufficient leadership preparation, young women may not aspire to be 
leaders (Mistry & Sood, 2012; Kaparou & Bush, 2007). In China, young 
women also tend to have less training or fewer opportunities for leader-
ship development than men, which has significantly discouraged them 
from seeking leadership positions in education (Coleman, 2001). 
This finding has also been reinforced by the ACWF 2010 survey. The 
survey suggests 60% of participants thought lack of preparation was a 
pivotal factor that inhibited pursuit and commitment to leadership po-
sitions (ACWF, 2010). It might be described as a vicious circle. Chinese 
women are underprepared for leadership roles and do not have the nec-
essary professional training for these roles.  Due to this, they lack con-
fidence and are not perceived as having the ability to lead (Tallerico, 
2000).
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Another barrier mentioned by scholars and practitioners is the short-
age of role models and mentors for young women (Zhong & Ehrich, 
2010). Van Linden and Fertman, (1998) noted that leadership devel-
opment for young people must include the observation of others. Re-
search also confirmed that mentors were essential for women to over-
come gender related barriers to advancement (Burke & McKeen, 1990). 
However, some studies discovered Chinese women reported more dif-
ficulties in finding mentors than their male counterparts. Women usu-
ally have fewer formal and informal opportunities for developing men-
toring relationships than men (Zhong & Ehrich, 2010; Thornton, 2015). 
Moreover, due to the limited number of female leaders, it might be es-
pecially challenging for young women to find female mentors or role 
models. In a survey of more than 200 university students, profession-
als and managers were asked to identify at least seven women leaders. 
According to this study’s findings, 60% of participants could not finish 
the list (Jin, 2002). 
Recent research serves as evidence to support the labyrinth meta-
phor.  Chinese women, even young women, have to face a variety of bar-
riers to pursue leadership opportunities. As noted above, barriers for 
young women’s advancement in China can be categorized into the multi-
ple factors including personal, organizational or social. Meanwhile, Chi-
na’s unique cultural values and traditions serve as a context for under-
standing why women are grossly underrepresented in leadership roles 
(Tsang, Chan & Zhang, 2011; Howell, 2006). These factors, formed by 
cultural norms and belief systems favoring men in leadership, continu-
ously disadvantage women. Based on the analysis of barriers to Chinese 
young women’s leadership aspirations and readiness, the next section 
examines the prevailing challenges facing female students’ leadership 
preparation. 
Female Students’ Leadership Preparation in the  
Teacher Education Sector of China
This section explores the importance of preparing female student lead-
ers during their college years and the challenges for effective female 
leadership training in the teacher education sector of China.
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College: Early Stage of Leadership Preparation
Research suggests leadership can be nurtured and learned. Leadership 
traits, such as responsibility, effective communication skills, task com-
pletion, problem solving, decision making, vision, self-awareness, con-
fidence and experience, can be developed in any individual, regardless 
of gender (De la Rey, 2005). In a study of women’s construction of their 
leadership persona, Curry (2000) found participants developing their 
leader persona during their formative years. Hence, to enhance women’s 
career motivation and prepare them for future leadership roles, young 
women need sufficient leadership training and experiences even before 
entering the workforce. 
In a study focusing on female principals’ leadership journey in China, 
all participants confirmed college was a crucial time for developing lead-
ership aspirations. During these years, they benefited from various leader-
ship experiences, participating in activities associated with student affairs 
and associations (Madsen, 2010).  In terms of the teacher education sec-
tor, leadership identity and ability among female students in the teacher 
education program were heavily influenced by guidance of instructors.
The Need for Female Leadership Preparation in Teacher Education
No studies directly addressed Chinese female students’ leadership prep-
aration within the teacher education sector. Literature regarding stu-
dent leadership in China focused largely on the need for training pro-
grams to develop students’ leadership skills in public schools (Chan, 
2000; Ross & Wang, 2008). Other research assessed the effectiveness 
of training programs, which helped to improve secondary school stu-
dents’ leadership skills (Chan, 2003). Other studies point out Chinese 
girls in schools are not typically encouraged to develop leadership skills 
(Chan, 2000). Among Western scholars, studies confirm the more ex-
periences young women have in leadership, the more likely they will 
pursue leadership roles (Forster, 1997; Richardson, 2003). In addition, 
as a result of the changes in Chinese society along with reforms in ed-
ucational policy and practice, school leaders in China now face a new 
set of complex and diverse demands. Thus, nurturing the next genera-
tion of leadership in China matters not only for realizing gender equal-
ity but also the future of China. 
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The new generation of females in China is expressing greater ca-
reer commitment and wants more advancement (Woodhams, Xian & 
Lupton, 2014). The researchers conducted a survey study in one of the 
major teacher education institutions in 2013. Based on a survey of 701 
student teachers, the results suggest female student teachers reported 
more positive attitudes toward the campus-based courses and their 
relevance to actual practice. Findings from the survey also suggest a 
greater interest and aspiration with respect to a future teaching profes-
sion among females than males. Thus, for those students who hope to 
become teachers, teacher education programs should seek out oppor-
tunities to enhance leadership among females. . 
As part of fulfilling professional responsibilities in education, prepa-
ration programs must stress the acquisition of leadership concepts and 
skills before female students head on to their teaching career (Forster, 
1997). There is the argument all teachers should be leaders regardless 
of position or designation (Harris, 2003). When female teachers are 
given leadership skills, they will be more willing to engage in collabora-
tive leadership with school administrators and better understand school 
realities and contexts (Richardson, 2003). It may eventually help them 
to grow in leadership. Although there is an urgent need for female stu-
dents to receive formal and informal leadership preparation as part of 
their undergraduate studies, the current prospects are bleak. 
The Challenges to Female Students’ Leadership Preparation in 
Teacher Education Sector of China
Typical teacher education programs in China mainly place emphasis on 
pedagogical knowledge and teaching beliefs. Little attention has been 
paid to leadership preparation in current program plans (Zhou, Tang & 
Gong, 2011). The authors investigated program plans in five of the dis-
tinguished teacher education institutions within China. According to the 
program plans for the 2013-2014 school years, student leadership devel-
opment has not been clearly addressed in the program’s mission state-
ments or professional development plans, or as a benchmark or general 
goal. Public speaking techniques and organizational ability were vaguely 
represented in one of the program plans. 
Regarding the curriculum, a study focusing on 192 undergraduate 
teacher education programs from 30 universities and colleges revealed 
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that the curriculum mainly emphasized subject matter courses which 
count for 47.1–52.0% of total credits and general education courses 
(e.g. political matters courses, foreign language, and computer science) 
which count for 25.6–29.5% of total credits. The professional education 
courses (e.g. educational psychology, pedagogical content and educa-
tional technology) have a small portion (8.6–10.5%). Among 30 teacher 
education institutions, only few of them offered courses such as in-
struction strategies, leadership, communication, and classroom admin-
istration. Among the 192 sample programs, only four of them provided 
courses concerning education reform and current public school issues 
(Zhou, Tang & Gong, 2011).
Besides the lack of leadership preparation in general, female stu-
dents are especially at a disadvantage regarding leadership experiences 
and training. As some Western literature notes, teaching content (e.g. 
textbook), the pattern of student-teacher interaction, and the different 
treatment female students receive in comparison to male students all 
tended to socialize woman to be cooperative, nurturing and dependent 
(e.g. Adler & Izraeli, 1988; Mahoney, 1993; Bryce & Blown, 2007). The 
Chinese education system—from public school to higher education, is 
built to disadvantage female students and retain the status quo (Hui, 
2003; Wong, Lau & Lee, 2012). Female students have typically been per-
ceived as unsuitable and not robust enough for the challenging political 
nature of administration (Schein, 2001). Some Chinese scholars report 
professors giving male students more chances to express themselves in 
the classroom and male students are given more attention (e.g. collab-
orating on projects with male students) (Liu  & Li, 2010). Male students 
also may receive more leadership opportunities in student organizations 
within universities (Liu & Li, 2010). 
Although female college students are routinely shunned, the ACWF 
(2010) survey showed that 62.4% of female college students demon-
strated excellent academic performance – 9.7 % higher than male stu-
dents. Be that as it may,  gender prejudice still exists even though most 
faculty and students are not aware of its influence (Liu & Carpenter, 
2005). Gupton & Slick (1996) suggest unfair treatment of females in 
school environments makes female students feel inferior and inhibit as-
pirations for leadership.
Another concern is the lack of mentoring and role models. Female 
principals in Madsen’s study (2008) reported that they had been deeply 
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influenced by individuals during their college years (e.g., faculty mem-
bers, academic leaders, peers). Without appropriate mentoring and as-
piring role models, female students face increased difficulty in navi-
gating the organizational culture and climate and being prepared for 
leadership positions. 
Women in university leadership positions may also serve an impor-
tant function for socializing the next generation of female leaders in 
China. Female academics often have greater discretion to address is-
sues of social justice through gender equality. However, because women 
are woefully underrepresented in leadership, it might prove challeng-
ing for young females to find role models. In 2001, research investigat-
ing women in higher education leadership roles in China found only 30 
women served as university presidents (most of them deputies) among 
1,000 universities (Cai & Wang, 2002). 
In 2015, the authors studied women’s senior positions (presidents, 
vice presidents, secretaries of the Party committee) in the top ten normal 
universities (teacher education focused). The results revealed 108 men 
holding 90% of the major leadership positions compared to 12 females 
(10 %) and none of them were president. The low proportion of women 
at senior management levels in higher education undoubtedly places fe-
male students at a major disadvantage for having female mentors and 
role models who can inspire and guide them into leadership. These chal-
lenges raise important questions about what teacher education institu-
tions should do to effectively prepare female students for leadership. 
Implications for Preparing Chinese Female School Leaders
Teacher education connects students to their future educational career. 
In terms of leadership preparation, it is a fragile connection especially 
for female students in China. In current China, the new and more dy-
namic public education and the new requirements of educational poli-
cies have created a new situation in which the traditional teacher edu-
cation trainings are not so much in demand. The new situation requires 
individuals to be more prepared for not only teaching but also leading in 
various school contexts. In terms of enhancing women’s leadership par-
ticipation, future teacher education should recognize the importance and 
possibilities for preparing female students for futures as school leaders. 
Qin,  Torre s ,  &  Madsen in  J.  of  Women in  Ed.  Leadership,  201916
Situated in deep-rooted as well as changing cultural values, this pa-
per explored women’s leadership roles in public education in China. This 
paper provides much insight into prospects for female leadership prep-
aration in China. To enrich the analysis we drew from previous studies 
and current data, which together led to a number of observations. So 
far little has been published which informs educators, researchers, and 
practitioners on understanding factors impacting Chinese females’ lead-
ership promise and potential. Much work is needed to design and de-
velop more customized and effective leadership development programs 
and mentoring strategies for young women. This paper is an important 
contribution in that it suggests the importance of the period of teacher 
education in preparing females with leadership skills, identifying lead-
ership roles, and raising awareness of the cultural and organizational 
barriers that discourage female leadership.
Young women’s awareness of gender identity and gender equality 
needs to be permeated throughout Chinese education preparation. Gen-
der identities have not been adequately explored and reconstructed in 
educational settings of China (Lin Choi, 2013). It may require an un-
derstanding of women’s perceptions of education leadership as a career 
and how traditional cultures and values impact career aspirations. Pro-
fessional development should include a dynamic conversation explor-
ing what leadership really means. The discourse should include how 
gender stereotypes and prejudice might lead to inequity and injustice 
(Marshall, 2000). 
Given the complexity of gender identity and career aspirations, a 
variety of methods may be employed. One method is the establish-
ment of a mentoring relationship (e.g. Atkeson, 2003; Campbell & 
Wolbrecht, 2006). Female role models may impact leadership partic-
ipation by increasing female students’ engagement with management 
activities. Research suggests young females are more likely to express 
an intention and interest towards leadership when they see women 
serving in high-level positions (Campbell & Wolbrecht, 2006). Male 
and female students in China should be encouraged to appreciate and 
value the accomplishments of women who have succeeded in tradi-
tionally male-dominated fields. 
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Additionally, China education programs should increase the visibil-
ity of female leadership preparation and make it into a key institutional 
goal. The literature has confirmed women’s entrance into educational 
leadership depends on their career aspirations, leadership orientations, 
experiences, and the support they gain during study and training (Orr, 
2010). Leadership development should aim to improve female students’ 
learning ability by providing equal access to leadership courses and ac-
tivities. To create an environment where female students feel empow-
ered and respected, universities must provide structured opportunities 
for female students to engage in leadership. 
Further, it is important to invest time and effort in nurturing leader-
ship among female pre-service teachers. Teachers and professors must 
use their influence and wisdom to encourage leadership aspirations. 
Once the shift to a leadership perspective is realized, the more likely 
females will pursue such positions (Xu & Patmor, 2012). Forster (1997) 
suggests universities and public schools should closely collaboratively to 
nurture pre-service teachers’ leadership so that they are willing to per-
ceive themselves as potential leaders (p. 93). In the real school contexts, 
female students can learn how to plan, organize, manage, and make de-
cisions. They learn facilitation and teamwork skills that are essential 
for future jobs (Bond & Sterrett, 2014). If conditions permit, the pro-
grams can provide female students the opportunity to work with school 
administrators through a form of practicum. Female student teachers 
develop more informed views on personal and administrative matters 
as they interact with individuals from different groups. Subsequently, 
they have more opportunities to synthesize and integrate knowledge and 
skills presented in both formal and informal leadership aspects (Bond 
& Sterrett, 2014).
Gender is also mediated by various factors such as social, system and 
institutional cultures (Collard & Reynolds, 2005). The development of 
young females’ leadership in China requires supports well beyond higher 
education, but also from society and family. To more effectively enhance 
female students’ performance and growth as leaders, practitioners and 
educators must become increasingly sensitive to gender and leadership 
in educational settings.
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